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We said last Sunday that Jesus had a habit of turning things upside down. In our text today Jesus keeps on doing it. He says, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”
 
I don’t know anyone who wants to be last. Do you remember how it felt when you were the last to be called on by the teacher---or the last to be chosen for the team? It usually doesn’t feel good to be last, unless you’re just peculiar---or a Christian.
 
Today we’re ordaining seven new deacons. These fine people could be called “peculiar” and “Christian.” When these seven accepted the call to be a deacon, I think they were telling us that they are willing to be understand themselves to be a servant, to be “last” in the sense that Jesus meant “last.” Which, by his upside down thinking, really means being first. 
 
My mother is now 80 years old. For most of my adult life, my mother has been periodically standing on her head. I’m serious. (I think this may explain why her children turned out the way we are!) When you stand on your head, according to my mother, you can see the world in a whole different way. I’ve wondered if, on your head, you might even begin to see from Jesus’ point of view: Those on the bottom are really on the top, and those on the top are really on the bottom. Those who are last are really first; those who are last are servants—which means they are our leaders!
 
This may sound like double-talk. But let’s explore what Jesus meant. In Herman Hesse’s novel “Journey to the East,” the main character is a man named Leo. He travels with a band of pilgrims on a journey, a spiritual search. These companions are a close-knit group, and they rely on Leo for much of their nurture. Leo is a simple, unaffected man who carries luggage and serves meals, and does menial chores for the group. He always does his work in a pleasant, unassuming way. He whistles and sings as he works. He provides spirit and energy for the group. But in the group, he is “at the bottom.” He’s a servant.
 
One day Leo is discovered to be missing. The group becomes downcast and confused, falling apart without Leo with them. Here was a man who was a simple servant; but the group now discovered that he was really their leader. Without him, they could not go on.
 
Years went by before one of the group members finally found Leo. He was now a part of a spiritual order. 
In this new group, he was not a servant doing menial chores, but the supreme leader of the order, the one to whom everyone looked for guidance and wisdom. Leo was a servant-leader. (See Robert Greenleaf, Servant Leadership)
 
In Jesus’ day the servant was considered inferior, and the one served was the superior. But Jesus turned that understanding on its head, upside down. “Let the leader be one who serves. I am among you as one who serves.”
 
But we also know that “servant” still has negative connotations. We’ve heard people say, “You can get it yourself. Do you think I’m your servant!?” Sometimes we may feel that being a servant is demeaning and oppressive. Again, Jesus is turning that understanding upside down.
 
All of us are called to be followers of Jesus---servants. 
And some of us are called by the church to be deacons. The word “deacon” means “servant.” All of us are to serve as Jesus served. But we also know that “everybody’s job is nobody’s job.” That’s why deacons are called out, ordained, set apart to think and act, intentionally, as servants. Why? So we can make sure that members of the congregation are never neglected, never left out of the church’s love and care. The first deacons in the New Testament (Acts 6:1-6) were set apart (with prayer and the laying on of hands) to make sure that no one was left out. The word “deacon” literally means one who “kicks up the dust,” scurrying around serving the needs of people.
 
Part of Jesus’ upside down thinking is that the servant is not a lowly slave; the servant is a leader. A deacon is a servant leader, sent by the authority of this church, to minister to the needs of our members, so no one is left out.
 
All this may sound good. But we also know that being a servant can wear you out. If you’re always turning to help somebody, you can run out of energy, patience, stamina. How in the world can servant leaders keep on keeping on? We look again to Jesus to see how he modeled this job for us.
 
Jesus spent a lot of time with people; he was with the crowds, he was responding to parents whose child was sick. He was turning to help a person who was crippled or blind or lame. But on the next page of the story, he is going away from the crowd. He is going out to some quiet place to pray. He had a rhythm to his life---being with people, being with God. Working and resting. Serving and praying.
 
Jesus was trying to show us that in order to be effective servant leaders, we need to get rest. But rest is more than sleep. Rest is Sabbath, time spent with God, enjoying God’s creation, being alert to God’s presence and God’s goodness. In this mode of openness, we are being, as the French say, “disposable a Dieu,” being available to God, at God’s disposal. 
 
When we love God or a friend, we want to be with them, to listen to them, to help them, to do things for them. Being a deacon, being a Christian, is a way of loving God. We love God by spending time with God—and then running errands for God, doing things that God needs doing, like taking care of God’s children, being attentive to their needs.
 
When we get the holy rest we need—from prayer and silence and worship, then we will have more energy to be present to each other. We may begin to see the other person with new eyes; and we may discover that the person we are helping is really helping us. Over and over, our deacons tell us, “I have received far more than I have given.” It’s a paradox of the spiritual life. It’s another part of Jesus’ upside down thinking. 
 
You gain by giving. The servant becomes leader. The one who serves receives. It’s all a gift of God’s Spirit.
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